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I'm sitting under a smoke advisory. | am in southern Ontario, about 200 kilometres from the nearest forest fire but 
the air is hazy, there is smoke in every breath, our windows are closed and the air is being filtered. | can only 
imagine what it is like for those on the front lines, living in the danger zones or working as firefighters. 


There are the obvious costs to families forced to flee from forest fires - homes lost, health compromised, 
communities hammered, but there is also the less obvious cost: the fires are spewing millions of tons of greenhouse 
gases into the atmosphere. It is a vicious circle where climate heating encourages more fires and more fires cause 
the climate crisis to deepen. 


On May 31, the Ontario's minister of natural resources was in northwestern Ontario to announce a new 
government program whose purpose, stripped of all the bafflegab, is to burn more wood. 


Through a series of sleight of hands biomass energy (burning wood) is considered a renewable energy source. 
Bizarre as it sounds, renewable energy sources are wind, water, solar and burning wood. 


Admittedly, Ontario isn't alone in this fiction. The conventional view is that greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from 
burning wood can be offset by the carbon dioxide sequestered by trees planted to replace those burned. This 
supposed carbon neutrality assumes that forests are carbon sinks. Instead, we now know Canada's forests are 
carbon sources. 


The minister was announcing funding of about $20 million under the Forest Biomass Action Plan. The Ford 
government has taken a climate-threatening practice - burning wood to make energy - and has transformed it into a 
pillar of the new green economy. 


The Forest Biomass Action plan describes the initiative as "helping to reduce emissions and addressing climate 
change." And argues it will, "position Ontario as a leader in the growing circular and green economy." 


The greenwashing makes it easy to forget that, for the most part, the initiative will generate more greenhouse gas 
by burning wood. 


At the top of the Action Plan's objectives is this: "The Forest Biomass Program will support projects to harvest more 
wood from Crown forests ... " Throughout are references to "underutilized species" and "uncommercial trees." But 
whether a tree is uncommercial or from an underutilized species, if it continues to grow it is sequestering carbon. 
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The Action Plan also includes a completely cynical effort to broaden the definition of green hydrogen - hydrogen 
created by using solar and wind renewable energy - to include hydrogen created by burning wood. 


There are opportunities, innovations and breakthroughs that can occur from rethinking our approach to forests, 
wood harvesting and biomass. There is an international scramble among countries to emerge as major players in 
the new bio-economy. 


Forests can support biodiversity, pharmaceuticals and medicines, fibres and bio plastics. There are ways to use 
our forest resources more sustainably with less wood waste. 


But in Ford's Ontario, we have been forced to think about the balance of probabilities. Is the Action Plan about 
using wood residues and waste more effectively and seeing intact forests as a resource or is it about more clear 
cutting, the threat of deforestation and burning more wood? 


In the last few years, on separate occasions, hundreds of scientists have asked governments around the world to 
recognize that burning wood emits more carbon than fossil fuels and poses major health risks. 


Scientists have asked government leaders to stop subsidizing biomass energy. 


The European Union has revised its Renewable Energy Directive by tightening the sustainability criteria and 
prohibiting the use of biomass from primary and highly biodiverse forests. 


This week as fires burn across the country, the Ontario government is encouraging us to burn more wood. And 
providing more subsidies for forest biomass energy. 


The announcement is another in a long list of Ford's bad energy choices. 


David Robertson is retired and volunteers with Seniors for Climate Action Now! 
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